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Abstract 
This study explored whether or how three variables—personality traits, analytical/holistic scores, and genre—interact in EFL 
writing assessment. Thirty one randomly selected Iranian EFL teachers completed a NEO-FFI personality traits inventory, prior 
to scoring four sample writings in four different genres (namely; argumentative, cause/effect, opinion [advantage/disadvantage], 
and descriptive)based on a scoring rubric, developed by Jacobs, Zingraf, Wormuth, Hartfiel, and Hughey (1981). Applying 
Pearson-correlation analysis, no significant relationship was observed between the raters’ traits and the holistic scores assigned to
each genre; however, significant correlations were found between analytic scores given to each individual component of scoring 
rubric and the raters’ traits. Making raters aware of their personality traits can direct them to find out sources of their biases, and 
their tendencies to respond in certain ways to texts.  
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1. Introduction 
Recently, mastery of English as a means of reaching educational and professional goals contributes significantly 
to the expansion of the role of English as a language of global communication. In such a context, the teaching and 
consequently the assessment of foreign/second language writing is receiving more attention than ever before. In 
spite of the successful outcome of this renewed interest in the evaluation of writing in the field of language testing, it 
has by and large failed to incorporate different facets into the analysis (Siyyari, 2011). 
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White (1985, mentioned in Connor & Mbaye, 2002) concludes that because testing strives to bridge the gap 
between teaching and learning in an educational context, the resurgence of interest in the teaching of EFL/ESL 
writing has been shifted to resurgence in attention to issues of assessing writing. Regarding this shift of attention and 
the emphasis placed on writing assessment, teachers and instructors’ awareness of important testing issues such as 
validity, reliability, test types and test purpose, and specific methods of writing assessment have grown rapidly over 
the past few years. The testimony of this increased attention is the many publications in recent past that have visited 
or revisited the issue of second/foreign language writing assessment (Cumming,2001; Connor &Mbaye, 2002; 
McConnell, 2002; Marlin, 2002; McDonald, 2002; Hargreaves et al., 2007; Bizhani, 2009; Kutlua et al., 2010; 
Siyyari, 2011).  However, assessment in second/foreign language writing represents breakthroughs; this evaluation 
does not seem to go much beyond traditional approaches regarding some other facets such as the presence of the 
learners in the process of assessment, taking into consideration the personality of the assessors, etc.. Scoring of 
writing still seems to present some significant challenges because “written language is not merely spoken language 
put on paper; rather, it is a distinct mode of communication, involving among other things very different 
sociocultural norms and cognitive processes” (Weigle, 2002, p. 19). 
 
Before considering ways of testing writing, we must start with attempting to define what we mean by writing 
ability. This is a big deal since, as researchers in L1 and L2 have pointed out, due to the variations in the uses to 
which writing is put by different people in different contexts, no single definition can cover all aspects of this 
language skill (Purves, 1992; Camp, 1993). Teachers bring their teaching experiences to the task of evaluation and 
engage themselves as active readers trying to make sense of their students’ writings. Linacre (1989) counted rater 
variation as an undesirable problem that causes error variance and this problem should be eliminated or reduced, but 
there are some problems in achieving this goal. Linacre (1989) believes that the phenomenon of rater variation is an 
inevitable part of rating process.  
 
Matsumot and kumamoto’s (n.d) study revealed that the inter-related variables noticeably influence the emphasis 
placed on the evaluation of writing. Such variables include nationality, the type of training the raters had received, 
their teaching experience, and their approaches and tenets as a teacher. Using Jacobs, et al.’s (1981) scoring rubric, 
they also reported that greater differences caused by aforementioned factors were outstanding in the categories of 
content, grammar, and organization. 
 
The affective sides of human being and personality factors, as one line of the current study, are among the most 
cumbersome areas for psychologists to define. Personality factors are of paramount importance in language learning 
due to the fact that the concept of language is integrated with our emotions which have direct bearing on our 
personalities (Arnold, 1999, cf. Siyyari, 2011). As long as assessment and rating is done by humans, it is inevitably 
influenced by personal beliefs, ideas, and preferences. There have been many famous personality tests which have 
been widely employed by psychologists to investigate the relationship between personality and other psychological 
constructs. Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), 16 Personality 
Factor questionnaire, Eysenck’s three-factor personality theory, and finally Costa and McCrae’s five-factor theory, 
a.k.a. The Big Five are among these well-known tests. The most celebrated inventory among personality 
psychologists due to its cross-cultural support and stability over time is Costa and McCrae’s five-factor theory (Feist 
& Feist, 2006). Therefore, Costa and McCrae’s five-factor theory was used in the present study in order to 
investigate the raters’ personality traits. The Big Five covers five dimensions (namely; Agreeableness, Openness to 
experience, Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness) and 30 subordinate facets for each dimension. This 
detailed classification is displayed in Table 1. 
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Table1. The Big Five Dimensions and Facets (Costa & McCrae, 1992) 
Dimensions N E O A C 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Facets 
Anxiety 
 
Hostility 
 
Depression 
 
Self-Consciousness 
 
Impulsiveness 
 
Vulnerability to Stress 
Warmth 
 
Gregariousness 
 
Assertiveness 
 
Activity 
 
Excitement-Seeking 
 
Positive Emotion 
Fantasy 
 
Aesthetics 
 
Feelings 
 
Actions 
 
Ideas 
 
Values 
Trust 
 
Straight-forwardness 
 
Altruism 
 
Compliance 
 
Modesty 
 
Tender- mindedness 
Competence 
 
Order 
 
Dutifulness 
 
Achievement- Striving 
 
Self-Discipline 
 
Deliberation 
Note. N = Neuroticism, E = Extraversion, O = Openness to Experience, A = Agreeableness, C = Conscientiousness 
Wolfradt & Pretz (2001) investigated the relationship between creativity and personality among college students 
from a variety of major fields of study. Indicators of creativity were ratings of written stories, lists of personal 
hobbies, and scores on the Creative Personality Scale (CPS; Gough, 1979; ibid.). NEO-Five Factor Inventory (Costa 
& McCrae, 1985) as well as measures of depersonalization, intolerance of ambiguity, faith in intuition, and problem-
solving styles were used to assess personality. The results of this study indicated that there is a positive relationship 
between openness to experience and all creativity measures. In addition, high scores on intuition and extraversion 
were the best predictors for creativity as measured by the CPS. Story creativity was predicted by low scores on 
conscientiousness. Depersonalization was not significantly related to creativity. 
 
O’Connor and Paunonen (2007) claimed that conscientiousness is  most strongly and consistently associated with 
academic success and Openness to Experience positively associated with scholastic achievement, Extraversion 
negatively related to the same criterion, although the empirical evidence regarding these latter two dimensions was 
somewhat mixed. They added that personality predictors can account for variance in academic performance beyond 
that accounted for by measures of cognitive ability. 
 
Regarding the relationship between the Big Five personality traits and individual differences in college students’ 
academic motivation, Komarraju and Karau (2005) conducted their research among 172 undergraduates. 
Participants completed the NEO Five Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and an Academic Motivations 
Inventory. The relationship was substantiated. They concluded that engagement was best explained by Openness to 
experience and Extraversion; achievement was best explained by Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to 
experience; and finally, avoidance was best explained by Neuroticism, Extraversion, and by an inverse relationship 
with Conscientiousness and Openness to experience.  
 
The relation between these learning styles, the big five personality traits and achievement motivation were 
researched by Busato, Prins, Elshout, and Hamaker (1998). They found that Extraversion is correlated positively 
with the meaning directed, reproduction directed and application directed learning style. Conscientiousness was 
associated positively with the meaning, reproduction and application directed learning style, and negatively with the 
undirected learning style. Openness to experience correlated positively with the meaning and application directed 
learning style, and negatively with the undirected learning style. Moreover, it was also stated that neuroticism 
correlated positively with the undirected learning style and negatively with the meaning and reproduction directed 
learning style. Agreeableness was associated positively with the reproduction and application directed learning style. 
There were positive correlations between achievement motivation and meaning, reproduction and the application 
directed learning style, and a negative one with the undirected learning style.  
 
Previous research has suggested a role for personality type in the study of the process of writing evaluation. 
Carrell (1995) examined whether personality types play any role in the holistic evaluation of writing. Native raters 
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and native writers participated in this study. Results corroborated that the personality types of writers affect the 
ratings their essays receive, and the personality types of raters affect the ratings they give to essays. In his study, 
Siyyari (2011) examined 196 Iranian male and female, adult undergraduate students studying different English 
majors. Initially, a language proficiency test and the NEO-FFI personality traits inventory were administered to 
determine the participants’ language proficiency level and personality traits respectively and then the participants 
were randomly assigned to two treatment groups, undergoing self-assessment or peer-assessment of writing 
performance for 11 sessions, and one control group. The results of the study showed that the Big Five had a very 
weak and insignificant relationship with rating error in self-assessment, writing performance improvement as a 
result of practicing self- and peer-assessment, and the degree of improvement in self- and peer-rating accuracy, but 
it had a relatively significant negative correlation with rating error in peer-assessment. McNamara (1996) mentions 
that the existing variability amongst raters are in the following ways: 
x There are differences between two raters  in the overall leniency 
x Raters may be biased in being harsh or lenient across different groups  
x There exist different interpretation by raters of the using descriptor 
x Consistency or inconsistency differs amongst raters.  
Investigating rater-related variables in the evaluation of L2 writing, Vaughan (1992) claimed that there are 
several approaches to holistic assessment, such as ‘the first impression dominates approach’ or ‘grammar-oriented 
rater’. Although it is possible for raters to agree upon the guidelines for holistic assessment, he added, they may fall 
back on their individual rating style for essays that do not clearly fit the descriptors of the scale. Weigle (2002) 
declared that there have been two areas of interest in the study of rater variables in writing assessment: a 
consideration of attributes of compositions on which raters focus while evaluating writing, and the investigation of 
background rater characteristics and their effects on the process of reading compositions and ultimately on the 
scores that raters give. 
 
Rating scales are possibly and mostly classified as either holistic (a single score is given to each writing sample) 
or analytic (separate scores are given to different aspects of writing, such as content, organization, language use, and 
so on). In the past 30 years, holistic writing assessment has become the norm in writing skills in both first and 
second language acquisition. In this method, the students are asked to write compositions on one or more topics, and 
then they are read quickly and judged against a rating scale, or scoring rubric, that outlines the scoring criteria. From 
a practical point of view, it is faster and therefore less expensive to read a script once and assign a single score. 
“Focused holistic scoring” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991, p. 251) in which scoring is done by reference to a scoring guide or 
rubric is also considered as one of the variations of holistic scoring. Weigle (2002) mentions that the existence of 
scoring rubric is a distinguishing point for holistic scoring from general impression marking – earlier, less reliable 
predecessor of holistic rating-in which criteria are never explicitly stated. 
 
Bizhani (2009) mentioned that textual variables can be divided based on variation due to writing prompt or task 
and due to variation of the characteristics of writing sample itself. In his review of the literature on this issue, Hout 
(1985, ibid.) explained some points in the discussion of the effects of discourse mode, contrastive rhetoric and 
wording and structure of writing prompts on essay scores and on various features of texts written in response to this 
prompts.  Hake (1986) concluded that essays which were pure narrative and built upon personal experience were 
misgraded much more frequently than were expository essays which use personal narration. Carlson, Bridgeman, 
Camp, and Waanders (1985) found correlations of holistic scores of ESL compositions across two topic types 
(compare/contrast vs. interpreting a chart or graph) were as high as those within the topic types. 
 
To sum, writing assessment has been researched from different perspectives, although to the best knowledge of 
the researchers, little, if not any, comprehensive research has considered the role of textual variables along with 
raters’ variables.  According, the present study is an attempt to bridge this gap through addressing the following 
research questions: 
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x Is there any significant relationship between raters’ personality traits and holistic evaluation of students’ writing 
in different genres?  
x Is there any significant relationship between raters’ personality traits and raters’ attention to specific component 
of students’ writing? 
Based on the research questions, two null hypotheses formed: 
x There is not any significant relationship between raters’ personality traits and holistic evaluation of students’ 
writing in different genres. 
x There is not any significant relationship between raters’ personality traits and raters’ attention to specific 
component of students’ writing. 
The results will be presented with an eye toward establishing reliable rating criteria that fit and serve the needs of 
EFL learners. 
2. Methodology 
2.1. Participants 
The participants in this study were 31 Iranian female and male adult teachers of English as a Foreign Language at 
AllamehTabataba’i University, Tehran, Iran. Some researchers (Mendelsohn & Cumming, 1987; Brown, 1991; 
Weigle, 2002) have reported that raters from different disciplines apply different criteria to non-native English 
writings. Based on this finding and Santons’(1988) claim about the difference between native raters and their non-
native counterparts regarding strictness, raters participated in the present study were nonnative English teachers –
aged 20-27 years old with the mean of 24.3– majoring in TEFL. Participants had passed neither TTC classes nor 
rater training programs. They had almost the same experience (3 years) in teaching elementary, intermediate, and 
advanced level courses in private institutes and/or state schools.   
 
2.2. Instruments 
To provide the means for gleaning out the necessary data for this study, some instruments as follows were required. 
Personality trait inventory: This inventory named NEO-FFI consists of sixty items scored for the five domains only, 
appropriate for cases when time is an issue and global information on personality is sufficient and suitable for 
individuals aged 17 or older (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Siyyari (2011) revised the Persian version of this 
questionnaire for his study and made several necessary revisions in order to make it more localized. The revised 
version, which was applied in the current study, consists of 60 items rated on a five-point Likert scale. The reported 
reliability value is about .80. 
 
Personality Trait Items 
neuroticism 1, 6, 11, 16, 21, 26, 31, 36, 41, 46, 51, 56 
Extroversion 2, 7, 12, 17, 22, 27, 32, 37, 42, 47, 52, 57 
Openness 3,8, 13, 23,28, 33, 38, 43, 48, 53, 58 
agreeableness 4, 9, 14, 19, 24, 29, 34, 39, 44, 49, 54, 59. 
Conscientiousness 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, 50, 55, 60 
 
 
Rating scale: Jacobs et al.’s (1981) rating scale was employed for the purpose of this study. This scale was 
originally containing scoring rubrics and a concise descriptor for every key word and component related to writing 
skill (i.e., content, organization, vocabulary, language use, and mechanics). Jacobs et al. (1981) have provided 
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impressive indices on the reliability and validity of this scale, including interrater reliability coefficients between 
two, three, and four raters (ranging from .85 to .93), intercorrelations of the components of the scale (ranging 132 
between .64 and .89), Cronbach’s coefficient alpha (.89), and results from a differential groups construct validity. 
Scripts: Considering the aims of the study, four writing samples were randomly selected from four different genres. 
The special reason for choosing these genres (namely cause/effect, descriptive, opinion[advantage/disadvantage], 
and argumentative) was their popularity in different kinds of low or high stake tests such as class compositions or 
writing module of IELTS test. 
2.3. Procedure 
In order to fulfill the objective of the present study, certain steps were followed. First of all, raters (r=.64) were 
given instructions which clarified what they were supposed to do (scoring holistically, scoring according to rating 
rubrics, providing the exact score for each component, providing honest answers to NEO-FFI). They were also 
informed that the candidates were supposed to write their essays in minimum 250 words. After that, the sample 
writings were administered among raters. White (1984, cf. Weigle, 2002) also reiterated that controlled reading, that 
is, a group of readers come together to rate scripts at the same place and time, is one of the significant factors for 
maintaining high reliability in writing assessment. Two advantages of controlled reading, she adds, are that the 
circumstances under which the scripts are read are controlled thus eliminating necessary sources of error variance, 
and that a positive social environment is formed which helps to enforce and maintain the rating standards. Based on 
this claim, the researchers took controlled reading into consideration while administering samples. Context variables 
such as time and day of rating session, and ordering of compositions deserve more attention due to the fact that next 
to the ability of the writers themselves, the largest source of variance came from the raters. Researchers kept these 
variables constant and the raters holistically assessed the sample writing simultaneously. The sample writings used 
were anonymous, so this effective variable in rating assessment was controlled; in this case, there would be no 
possible effect of what Diederich (1974) reiterated about raters’ giving higher score to those pieces of writing 
written by honoured students. After collecting the assessed writing samples, participants were asked to fill out the 
NEO-FFI inventory in order to investigate the raters’ personalities. Scripts were then re-analyzed for five major 
categories of content, organization, language use, mechanics, and vocabulary with bands 0 to 30, 0 being lowest and 
30, the highest band. Each band in each category has an accompanying profile description which essentially 
stipulates key features to focus on regarding particular categories and their corresponding bands (See Appendix B). 
Subsequently, the collected data were classified into different categories based on the personality traits, genres, and 
components of rating rubrics. Correlational analyses were used to find the answers to the aforementioned research 
questions. 
 
3. Data analysis 
The collected data were analyzed using the 16th version of statistical package for social sciences (SPSS). The 
analyses goaled at investigating the relationship between raters’ personality traits and the analytic/holistic scores 
assigned to each script. To this end, the Pearson-product-moment correlation coefficients were calculated for these 
sets of scores. 
3.1. Result 
From a statistical perspective, Pearson correlations were run to probe any significant correlation between five 
personality traits (namely neuroticism, openness, agreeable, conscious, extroversion) and holistic scores assigned in 
each genre (cause/ effect, descriptive, opinion, and argumentative). Interestingly, as it is shown in Table 1, no 
significant correlation between raters’ level of each personality trait and genres was substantiated.  
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Table 1, Pearson Correlation Personality Traits and Holistic Scores in 4 Different Genres  
  
Neuroticism Openness Agreeableness Conscientiousness Extraversion 
Cause/effect 
(1) 
Pearson Correlation .018 .131 -.125 -.018 -.251 
Sig. (2-tailed) .923 .483 .504 .924 .173 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
argumentative (2) Pearson Correlation .306 .071 .116 -.025 -.078 
Sig. (2-tailed) .094 .706 .536 .893 .678 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
opinion (3) Pearson Correlation -.120 .066 -.116 -.110 -.160 
Sig. (2-tailed) .519 .723 .533 .556 .388 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
descriptive  
(4) 
Pearson Correlation .085 -.069 -.016 -.100 -.006 
Sig. (2-tailed) .649 .713 .933 .592 .975 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
To investigate the second question whether or not there is any significant relationship between raters’ personality 
traits and raters’ attention to specific components in students’ writing, the following Pearson correlations were 
conducted (presented in Table 2). Two significant relationships were observed. There is a significant positive 
relationship between agreeableness and paying attention to content. The amount of R–observed value is .78 which is 
an indicative of a strong relationship. In another case, a positive relationship (r= .88) was substantiated between 
consciousness and vocabulary at p<.05. In this case, the relationship is positive and strong too.  
Table 2, Pearson Correlations Big Five with Components of Scoring Rubric 
  Neuroticism Openness Agreeableness Extraversion Conscientiousness 
Content Pearson Correlation .111 .003 .787 -.117 -.049 
Sig. (2-tailed) .551 .987 .018 .529 .795 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
Organization Pearson Correlation .182 -.003 .041 -.137 .075 
Sig. (2-tailed) .327 .987 .825 .464 .687 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
Vocabulary Pearson Correlation -.049 .106 -.113 .056 .889 
Sig. (2-tailed) .795 .569 .545 .114 .003 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
Language use Pearson Correlation -.255 .154 .051 .079 .017 
Sig. (2-tailed) .010 .409 .785 .040 .929 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
Mechanics Pearson Correlation -.173 .235 -.037 -.202 .093 
Sig. (2-tailed) .351 .204 .843 .275 .620 
N 31 31 31 31 31 
4. Discussion 
The findings above provide insights into variables involved in the scoring and scores assigned by individual 
raters for different types of genres. As it was presented in the previous section, raters’ personality traits and text 
genres are not significantly related; however, some traits influence raters to act as individuals during the rating 
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process. Significant relationships were observed for being conscientious and agreeable and paying greater attention 
to language vocabulary and content respectively. Conscientiousness mainly concerned with an individual’s ability of 
controlling impulses and desires, entailing some characteristics in an individual such as reliability, punctuality, 
scrupulousness, purposefulness, and being strong-willed and determined. Individuals high on this trait tend to have 
higher academic and occupational achievement as well; however, this trait may also cause annoying fastidiousness, 
compulsive neatness, or workaholic behavior. Those who score low on this trait are not very exacting in observing 
moral principles and do not try very hard toward their goals, but this does not necessarily mean that they are lacking 
in them (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The positive correlation of this trait with vocabulary indicated that choosing 
vocabulary in texts is of great concern for raters possessing this attribute. While assessing texts, highly conscious 
raters pay much more attention to vocabulary selection and the situation goes on the other way round for the raters 
possessing low level of this trait. The findings are also consistent with Mei’s (n. d.) claim that “there are many other 
avenues that raters fall back on beside the descriptors” (p.90).  Some variables including nationality, years of 
experience, study major, and training experiences kept consistent in this study but raters’ traits as well as genres 
differed during writing assessment. Carrell (1995) has also suggested that the personality types of writers affect the 
ratings their essays receive, and the personality types of raters affect the ratings they give to essays.  The results of 
this study conform to that of AlFallay (2004) which investigates the role of some selected psychological and 
personality traits of EFL learners of in the accuracy of self- and peer-assessments. Seventy-eight EFL students 
participated in thirteen-week oral presentation tasks, during which they were asked for assessing their own 
performance and that of their peers. The results indicated that “assessment is a multifaceted process, which is 
affected by various psychological and personality traits of the raters” (AlFallay, 2004, p. 407). It was also claimed 
that learners possessing the positive side of a trait are more accurate than those who have its negative side, except 
students with high classroom anxiety. The researcher also concluded that long periods of practice and sufficient 
feedback have a positive effect on the accuracy of assessment. Making raters aware of their personality traits can 
direct them towards finding out sources of their biases, and their tendencies to respond in certain ways to texts. They 
should try to remain objective as far as possible and withhold judgment to allow the students to foster a position 
about writing assessment and about the criteria on which they will be assessed. Teacher training can provide 
opportunities for raters to reduce such individual differences, as Fahim and Bijani (2011) proposed. They concluded 
that raters become highly consistent after training; however, it did not eliminate it altogether. 
5. Conclusion 
Based on this study, it can be concluded that raters’ personality traits and text genres do not carry the same value in 
the process of writing assessment. The impact of personality traits was greater and some personality traits made 
raters to act as individuals during the rating process. The implication of the findings of this study will benefit not 
only teachers/assessors but also learners who are the curious seekers of assessment criteria. In the context of the 
present study, a better understanding of criteria assigned by raters will provide insights into the more suitable ways 
through which subjectivity in the scoring criteria would be minimized. This study, moreover, will provide useful 
information for the rater training. Common patterns which bring about consistency can be encouraged while the 
rationale for idiosyncratic behaviors can be closely investigated and appraised for their impact. Ultimately, such 
steps can only lead to a higher level of self-awareness, accuracy, and professionalism in rating process. 
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